Internet has proved to be a widespread medium and an integral part of the habits of millions of users. An effective online communication strategy is considered nowadays a key element to achieve a competitive advantage on the market, to satisfy actual and potential tourists' information needs in a highly competitive way and to acquire new clients.
Introduction
Internet has become, in hardly more than thirty years, the most significant development in communications since the invention of the printing press and has revolutionised deeply the way in which we communicate.
The number of users connecting to the Internet worldwide is estimated in more than 600 million and it is still growing (NUA, 2002) . Moreover, it has been the fastest growing communications medium ever and the great part of this diffusion is due to the development of the World Wide Web; its rate of diffusion has been much faster than radio in the 20's, television in the 50's and mobile phones in the 80's (Odlyzko, 2000) .
For these characteristics the Web has been defined, since the beginning of its mass diffusion, the Holy Grail of marketing (Foxworthy, 1997) . Its actual potential as a marketing tool is then greatly enhanced when fully integrated with other functionalities of the Internet, such as email or public discussion boards, supporting real-time one-to-one and one-to-many communications.
Internet provides features that are especially relevant to the marketing of tourism.
Travel is a an experiential practice; travellers are not simply buying packages, stays, seats, or food and beverages, they are fulfilling fantasies (Archdale, 1995) . The Internet, with its wealth of information, pictures and multimedia has the capability to provide the appropriate stimuli to favour the purchase of a travel product or service.
Recent demographic data show that the top 15 tourism spending countries (WTO, 2001 ) also exhibit (with the exception of China) the highest percentages of Internet users among the population (Table 1) . (Marcussen, 2002) .
As the tourism business, like many other, continues its globalization process, the competitive pressure on individual destinations and attractions increases. The growing competition, the increasing range of travel markets, products and destinations, as well as the ever more difficult chore of finding new market segments and communicating with them, makes the Internet a valuable tool for marketing travel and tourism (Pollock, 1995) . This is particularly true for destination marketing, an activity in which the success is mainly given by the ease with which a good wealth of information about places, facilities and events is transferred to the visitor (Sheldon, 1993) .
Successful Internet websites: evaluation methodology
The Internet and the Web are still too young to be thoroughly understood phenomena, but, as such, they are much studied. A great number of researches, surveys and investigations have been performed in the last years. Many of these deal with the behaviour of a cybernaut and on the features required to attain a good level of success in the promotional and marketing activities in the cyberspace (Barwise et al., 2002) .
Summarizing the ideas and the studies from a number of practitioners and researchers it is possible to compile a list of elements that are essential to the development of a successful web site. This sort of decalogue may be expressed as follows:
1. Strategies and objectives must be clearly stated and clearly understandable by the visitors.
2. Target audience must be identified and the site must meet the needs expressed by it.
3. Features that make possible an interaction between the user and the organisation must be present and designed in a fully usable way.
4. Rational structure supported by navigation aids must avoid any risk of confusion and allow users to browse all of the sections with great ease.
5. Other features adding functionality or aesthetic appeal must be designed in a coherent way and must be functional to the site contents.
6. Informational content must be presented in a readable and correct way (colors, size, fonts, grammar, style, etc.). The site must exhibit credibility, relevance and accuracy of the information presented.
7. Content of high value must be provided to the users to encourage them to explore further and to return regularly to the site.
8. Regular and frequent maintenance to add, revise or remove content and to correct errors and malfunctions must be accomplished.
9. Promotion of the site must take place using an integrated approach that incorporates traditional media and online resources.
10. Financial, human and physical resources required for the Internet marketing effort must be given the correct consideration and planned and controlled in a reasonable way.
Starting from these principles it is possible to define a list of characteristics than can be evaluated by a sample of users of a specific implementation.
The websites of the major European and a number of Mediterranean tourism destinations have been assessed using a methodology derived from these considerations.
A representative sample of end-users have compiled a questionnaire evaluating a number of features grouped in six main categories: The evaluation is qualitative, visitors express their appreciation of various website usability features by means of a score (Baggio and Covini, 2001; Antonioli and Baggio, 2002) .
Evaluators have been asked to award a score from 0 (minimum) to 3 (maximum) to each item of the list.
Moreover, a mapping of the contents and services offered on the websites has been performed.
The analysis has been accomplished by identifying a series of possible informational contents and interactive services that are considered useful or appealing for a user of a tourist website (see for example: Rachman and Buchanan, 1999 e-commerce (EB): commercial and e-business functions.
The evaluators are asked to check the existence of the items on the website under analysis and to assign a score (from 0 = min to 3 = max) taking into account the usability and the completeness of the single functionalities.
The websites surveyed are listed in 
European tourism websites analysis results
The results of the general evaluation for the websites listed in Table 2 is shown in Figure 1 . The main consideration that arises from these results is that, in general, fascinating graphic effects are preferred to useful and usable information about the destinations. Surprisingly, Internet, with all its multimedia potential and the huge possibility to store materials, seems to be still much under-exploited: besides that, interactive functions, such as the opportunity to arrange customised itineraries or to have real-time quotations and confirmations, are still very few. The approach is still dominated by a strong dependency on "traditional" advertising concepts rather that on a clear understanding of the habits and the preferences of Internet cybernauts.
A confirmation of this fact comes from the analysis of the contents and services offered online by the websites studied. Figure 4 and Figure 5 give the percentage of features (contents and services) present in the websites with respect to the general list of items discussed in the previous paragraph.
With only few exceptions, most of them offer less that 50% of the contents expected. Averaging the results (Figure 6 ) attained by the items groups, it can be seen a sufficient presence of informational documentation features expected (67%) but a very low incidence of interactive services (47%) an even lower occurrence of customer relationship features (40%) and an almost non-existent (17%) set of functionalities able to develop an e-business environment with other public or private partners. 
Website quality impact on tourism
Influence of website quality on brand building and loyalty has been assessed in a number of empirical and theoretical works (Holland and Menzel Baker, 2001; Barwise et al., 2002; Ilfeld and Winer, 2002) , and many stress the critical role of the first impression created by a website as well as its ease of use (Smith, 2000) .
A website is one of the primary faces of an organization towards its customers, suppliers, employees, and partners and it can be a powerful tool for brand awareness, product information, commerce and customer service. These considerations should have been well understood by the national tourism organizations. With an ever growing proportion 1 of Internet users seeking tourist information on the Net, high-rank destinations with "bad" websites face the risk of loosing valuable customers such as those from the wealthy origins that are also intensive Internet users (see Table 1 ).
For a destination marketing organization, the low users evaluation and the relative poverty in terms of contents and services may have serious effects on the development of the whole destination and may generate a general distrust that can eventually affect also the economic performance of the "real world" (see, for example, Gaudin, 2002) .
The online market for travels and packages has been growing in the last years at a very high speed, but with different pace in the European countries. A survey by the European Travel
Commission (ETC, 2002) gives the proportion of users that look for tourism information on the Internet and the proportion of users that actually buy a tourist product.
The ratio buyers/lookers is a good index of the effectiveness of the online tourism implementations and of the growth potential of this important market. 
Conclusions
European countries are the most popular tourist destination in the world and the promotion of their resources is a crucial activity, mainly performed by the various national tourism organizations.
2 A linear regression gives a R 2 ≈ 0.2, which cannot be considered statistically significant.
Internet and the Web have proved, in the last years, to be a widespread communication and business environment and have rapidly become important part of the habits of millions of
users. An effective online communication strategy is considered nowadays a key element to achieve a competitive advantage on the market, to satisfy actual and potential tourists' information needs in a highly competitive way and to acquire new clients.
All the European countries have implemented some kind of official Internet tourism portal to promote their own destinations.
An analysis of these tourism websites has been performed collecting end-user evaluations and mapping contents and services offered online.
The results of this survey show that, even considering the relative young age of these implementations, the websites presently fail to keep most of the promises. While the potential of the Internet has been much showed off, most of the websites do not meet their potential.
Users evaluations and mapping of contents and services offered attain a generally low quality index, mainly in the area of the customer relationship functionalities.
Organizations may be handing over to close competitors significant parts of their market share because their websites deliver a poor quality of experience to their users.
More, given the relationship between online buyers and website quality, some of the countries do not take full advantage of the ecommerce capabilities of the Internet thus risking to lose significant business for the companies involved.
